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“‘Imperfect Christmas?  Sounds Perfect!’ (says God)” 
 

So when you imagine the perfect Christmas, what does it look like? 
 

For some it begins with the Christmas card picture of a lovely house,  

 festooned with green garlands and wreaths with their contrasting red bows. 

Light spills out of the windows and is reflected by the snow,  

 adding a gentle warmth to the peaceful winter whiteness. 

Soft snowflakes fall gently through the crisp, still air. 

When you peek inside the house, the room is filled with family. 

All are there – the grandparents, all their children, and of course all of the grandchildren –  

 and some have brought special friends – not yet family, but close. 

They are all attractive, with everyone dressed in their best holiday garb, & everyone is smiling at everyone else. 

And why shouldn’t they be smiling?   

Whether they’re in school, or working, or retired, they are all happy and successful. 

No one is failing a class, or is unemployed, or is struggling with any physical or mental illness. 

The conversation is pleasant as fond memories are recalled and the sharing of new ventures spark interest, 

 and joyful laughter bubbles up frequently. 

Most extraordinary about this gathered clan is that all the members get along with each other! 

Dinner is a tasty feast, with each dish familiar enough to produce that satisfying feeling of comfort food,  

 yet with some small twist that elicits delight. 

And even with the vast amount of food that has come out of the kitchen,  

 every surface has been left clear & clean, so that the cleanup is completed in record time. 

The presents so beautifully stacked beneath the tree are opened one by one to the delight of each recipient.   

Each item is the right size, the right color, the right style – and more than meets expectations. 

Ripping off the bright and colorful wrappings,  

 children giggle with glee as they pull out the toy they have been dreaming about for weeks, 

  and then without a single hint, spring up to give hugs of gratitude.  

Finally, the children run off to play with their new toys  

 and the adults sit back as joy and exhaustion meld into a dreamy tranquility 

  as the embers in the fireplace exude warmth  and the snowflakes drift gently past the windows. 
 

I daresay we all have our own image of the “perfect” Christmas. 

And yet we all know that such “perfect” Christmases are rare – if indeed they exist at all! 
 

Instead of the bright and clean whiteness of a snowy day,  

 Christmas may be gray and grim with a cold and drizzly rain. 

The house may not be especially attractive or in a less than picturesque setting. 

It may feel too large and empty and the gathering too small,  

 or it may feel too cramped and crowded for so many people.  

Someone dear may be missing from the family circle –  

 a grandparent who has died, or an uncle whose relationship with the family is broken, 

 or a son celebrating with his new wife’s family, or a daughter too far away at college to come home. 

Or someone who is difficult to tolerate may be present –  

 a spoiled and whiny child, or a critical, controlling aunt,  

 or a loud, bigoted uncle, or a sullen teenage cousin who’d rather be anywhere else.      

As for the rest, most are pretty ordinary people, dressed in pretty ordinary clothes,  

 and just as likely to frown as to smile at some of the comments made. 

Some may be in a pretty good place – doing well in school or work – but each one has their own issues –  

  maybe they haven’t been able to find a job, or they didn’t get into the school they wanted, 

  or they’re struggling financially, or their marriage is on the rocks.   



And the relationships around the table, however good, are never perfect. 

 Sometimes long-existing resentments erupt into angry words, or hurtful comments. 

 Sometimes simmering strains reach the boiling point and tempers flare.    

Dinners are rarely perfect.   

 Sometimes the roast is dry or the vegetables tasteless, or the cookies a bit burned on the bottom; 

 or sometimes too much is expected of one person, and a lack of appreciation breeds resentment.   

Sometimes gifts turn out to be right, and sometimes they miss the mark – by a little or a lot. 

 A sweater is too large, the dress is too tight, or the doll is the wrong one. 

At the end of the day, there may be some peace,  

 but sometimes there are also bits of resentment or guilt or envy or embarrassment 

 and often there may also be a vague feeling of disappointment  

 that in one way or another this Christmas did not live up to the ideal.  

The imperfection of our Christmas reminds us of our imperfection as human beings.   
 

And this is when remembering the first Christmas can be of help,  

 for that Christmas was far from perfect. 
 

Mary had gotten pregnant & it had taken Joseph a while to make up his mind as to whether to marry her or not.   

And now, just as he had started to look forward to the birth of this baby,  

 the Emperor had ordered this ridiculous government census. 

Mary was 8-1/2 months pregnant, for goodness sake, and it was a 70 mile journey. 

 That would take them 4-5 days in normal circumstances. 

When they finally arrive, Mary is not feeling well   

 and is worried that the strain of the journey may cause the baby to come anytime. 

Not one of their relatives will put them up – so much for family support – & they can’t even find a room to rent.   

All Joseph can manage is a barn, filled with animals, but at least it’s a roof over their heads 

 and a place for Mary to lie down.  

And poor Mary – she’s only 15 for goodness’ sake – and this is her first pregnancy.   

She had counted on having her kinswomen around to help her with the birth, 

 and now all she has is Joseph – and what does he know about childbirth?! 

Somehow she survives the pain of labor and at last she holds her baby in her arms. 

After the long journey and exhaustion of giving birth, all she wants is to sleep. 

But no sooner than she has closed her eyes then a group of dirty, disheveled shepherds appear,  

 eyes wide as they recount some wild tale of a huge choir of singing angels  telling them they should come.   

Joseph is convinced they’ve been drinking, but all he can do is pray they leave quickly! 

They don’t stay long.   

They kneel at Mary’s feet & for a moment are lost in quiet amazement as they gaze at the baby 

 and then suddenly they’re on their feet again, too excited to stand still,  

  and off they run, laughing and shouting and singing songs of praise. 

 They still appear drunk, but they’re drunk with joy.  
 

That first Christmas was not the perfect picture we see on Christmas cards.   

God could have arranged for Jesus to be born in such a perfect way.     

Instead, God chose the setting of an old barn, filled with the smells of animals,  

 with people who were dirty and sweaty from traveling and working and giving birth,  

 and who experienced feelings like resentment and exhaustion and pain and fear. 

But into that imperfect setting, to that imperfect couple, Love was born – 

 a Love that reached down from Heaven’s Perfection into our Imperfect World. 

Christmas is not about perfect people in perfect families at perfect celebrations. 

It’s about a Love that accepts us as we are,  a Love that calls us to accept each other,   

 and a Love that compels us to share this news with all the world.  .   

In the midst of all the imperfectness of Christmas, may you know God’s perfect love.  Amen 


